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Train wreck

T »

By pouring money into rail
projects, the MTA is pushing
riders off the buses. '

BY JAMES MOORE
AND ToM RUBIN

AST YEAR Was an unexpect-
edly auspicious year in the
history of public transperta-
tion in Los Angeles. Transit
ridership — bus and rail —
rose to 497 million board-
ings, a level not seen since
1985. That means less traffic congestion,
stronger revenue for the Metropolitan
Transportation Authority and more poor
people without cars getting around the
city.

But there’s a wrinkle to this success.
Since the mid-1990s, the transit agency, on
court orders, has reinvested in its bus
service, and this has helped bring back
riders. Unfortunately, it may get no better
from here on because of the agency’s goal
of building a rail network.

This is not the first time the MTA has
faced this problem. In the early 1980s, bus
boardings soared because sales tax reve-
nue generated by passage of Proposition
A in 1980 was used to subsidize fares at 50
cents. But in 1986, this money was shifted
to rail projects, initially for the light-rail
Blue Line that runs from downtown Los
Angeles to Long Beach. It was the first
step in a long-term effort to reintroduce
rail transit into L.A.

With the subsidy gone, bus fares rose
sharply and ridership dropped. Blue Line
service began in July 1990, but total bus
and train ridership continued to plum-
met, reaching a low of 364 million board-
ings in 1996.

In late 1996, the MTA settled a dis-
crimination lawsuit brought by minority
and low-income bus riders seeking im-
provements in bus service. Rather than
continue the trial, the agency accepted
the terms of a federal consent decree ne-
gotiated with the Bus Riders Union. Over
the next 11 years, it added buses, started
new lines and held fares in check to im-
prove the country’s most overcrowded
bus system. As a result, users of public
transit gradually started to increase
again. Yes, some chose the Blue, Red,
Green and new Gold rail lines, but the ma-
jority of riders returned to buses. Most of
the new rail riders were former bus riders
forced to use trains because of bus service
changes. And others were attracted by
low rail fares and the added bus service
that got them to and from the rail lines.

Paradoxically, the MTA's rail projects,
which required fare increases and re-
duced bus services, have cost the transit
system riders. Using MTA data, our analy-
sis indicates that they produced a drop in
train and bus ridership of more than 3 bil-
lion boardings from 1986 to 2007.

Although we've now gotten back to
1985 levels in terms of public-transit use,
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DRIVEN TO PROTEST: Acrowd ofbus riders gathered at MTA headquarters in May to object to a fare increase.

the county population has grown by more
than 2 million since then. That means, on
a trip-per-capita basis, the transit system
is still not performing — by 20% — as well
as it did 22 years ago.

The MTA says it has spent $7.1 billion
on its Blue, Red, Green and Gold lines
through June 2006. But this number ig-
nores billions more dollars in associated
expenditures, such as $100 million for
Green Line rail vehicles, $153 million for
the canceled Red Line extension to East
Los Angeles and the canceled extension
from Mid-City, and $899 million now being
spent to extend the Gold Line to the East-
side. Phase I of the Exposition Line from
downtown Los Angeles to Culver City will
add more than $800 million to MTA
spending, and Phase II of the line will cost
at least $1 billion. The $7.1 billion also ex-

cludes $1.5 billion to operate the rail lines

for the last 18 years and more than $4 bil-
lion to maintain them through 2025. And
don't forget the billions of dollars in inter-
est on borrowing to build the lines.

Taking all this into consideration and
adjusting for inflation, the MTA has spent
more than $11 billion since 1986 to build its
rail network, and the effect has been to re-
duce total transit ridership on the system
by more than 3 billion boardings. That'’s a
bizarre result.

And transit service.is certain to get
worse. MTA data show that the median
household income of its riders is less than
$15,000 annually. Their transit choices are
very sensitive to fares. But to help pay for
its continued rail expansion, the MTA will
have to raise fares as high as politically
possible, then cut service and routes ifrid-

ership drops in response to the increases.
Freed from federal court oversight in Oc-
tober 2006, the agency increased bus fares
in July. Since then, ridership has dropped
by 5%. More fare increases are scheduled
for July 2009.

The politicians who sit on the MTA
board should be held accountable for this
cynical strategy of pursuing rail lines at
the expense of overall public-transit use
and on the backs of low-income, bus-de-
pendent riders. Bus fares and transit in-
vestments should promote not discour-
age transit use.

JaMES MOORE is chairman of the Daniel
J. Epstein department of industrial and
systems engineering and director of the
transportation engineering program at
USC. ToM RUBIN is a transit consultant.
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L.A.needs
transit options

Re “Train wreck,” Opinion,
Jan. 13

The Metropolitan Trans-
portation Authority is pursu-
ing exactly the path it should
be pursuing — that of a bal--
anced transportation net-
work in Los Angeles.
- Rail always has been more
expensive than buses, but rail
can move significantly more

- passengers at much higher
-Speeds. Buses run on the

same gridlocked roads as
private cars. Neither I nor
anyone I work with is going to
forsake a private auto for a
commute that takes longer
than driving oneself to work.

- James Moore and Tom,
Rubin portray the transit
system as being a service to
the poor. Although this is one
aspect of what the MTA

" should accomplish, it is by no

means its sole mission. I don’t
mean to be politically in-
correct, but I pay taxes too,
and I want relief from grid-
lock with a balanced, multi-

~ modal transit network.

ROGER WHITE
" Santa Monica

Fare increases alone can-
not ve blamed for the drop in
transit ridership since 1986,
as Moore and Rubin suggest.
Changing demographics,
increased car ownership and
the relative health of the
econorny are important fac-
tors teo. In fact, many econo-
mists would argue that mass-
transit ridership is an'in-
elastic service, meaning it
isn’t as subject to price fiuc-

“tuations. If ridership dropped

because of fare increases,
what did these commuters do
instead? Purchase cars, and
then spring for insurance, gas
and car maintenance? That is
by tar the more expensiv
option. j

In truth, Los Angeles has
only one hope to promote
transit use among all income
groups: increasing options
with buses and trains. We
need a grid where a day pass
gets you off a train to a bus, or
vice versa, as in London.

* Until that day, from Holly-
wood, a 20-minute train ride
downtown sure beats a never-
cnding rush-hour bus ride.
Join me sometime if you
disagree,

NIHAR PArEL
Hollywood

Moore has been taking
periodic potshots at the MTA
and rail while holding no
more compelling vision for
transit in Los Angeles than
fleets of buses on our con-
gested streets. However, the
issue of how to best use
scarce transit funds is espe-
cially important in our stres-
sed fiscal environment.

-. ‘If we wish to improve our

- mobility options, perhaps we

can identify ways in which

“ Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa’s

proposed subway to the sea
can be constructed for less
than the estimated $6.5 bil-
lion. A few years ago, Madrid
completed in thrée years its

" Metrosur, a much longer,

25-mile subway line, for only
$2.3 billion — nearly two-
thirdsless.
' ANDREW SHADDOCK
Manhattan Beach

Moore argues against all .
types of rail transportation in

- L.A. The Red Line subway,

light-rail lines and even the
MetroLink commuterrail
have all been subject to his
scathing attacks. I won’t
bother refuting his argu-
ments, as he has obviously
ignored the progress made

. with the initial deployments

of the three types of rail in Los
Angeles. But I do question
The Times’ purpose in pro-
viding him a regular forum to
restate his tired contentions.
Until he offers an explanation _
ofhow adding busestoal- . -
ready overcrowded streets
and highways will signifi-
cantly improve traffic flow, '
please spare us from any
more of his rants.

STEVE PoGgAcT

Los Angeles




